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This clear and complete outline of the trend of thought and 
activity of the professional accounting societies was the basis 
of a talk before the Detroit chapter ASWA.
Mr. Lyons, a graduate of the University of Detroit and, 
since 1925, a certified public accountant of Michigan, is a 
member of the public accounting firm of Fletcher, Van Tifflin, 
Lyons & Teetzel.
As a former president of the Michigan Association of Certi­
fied Public Accountants and member of the Council of the 
American Institute of Accountants, and as chairman of the 
Institute’s Committee on By-Laws, he speaks with authority 
on the subject of professional accounting societies.
THE FUNCTIONS OF PROFESSIONAL 
ACCOUNTING SOCIETIES
By COLEBURKE LYONS, C.P.A.
A short time ago I had the pleasure of 
introducing a nationally recognized author­
ity on Federal Taxes to a Detroit audience. 
I think many of you were present. This 
gentleman is a very able and experienced 
speaker so that I was quite puzzled about 
the difficulty he had in getting into his 
subject. The first part of his speech was 
quite disconnected and at times almost in­
coherent. When he finished he said to me, 
“I had a hard time getting the feel of the 
audience—when I looked out and saw so 
many members’ wives present I was afraid 
that my talk would be most uninteresting 
to them because it would be over their 
heads. I tried to keep it on a non-technical 
basis and I am afraid the result wasn’t too 
good.” He was really chagrined when I 
told him that none of the members had 
brought their wives and that all the ladies 
present were members of accounting socie­
ties and were more than able to keep up 
with any technicalities he cared to intro­
duce into his talk. I do not intend to make 
the mistake he did of underrating the 
technical knowledge and ability of Detroit’s 
women accountants. I respect it so highly 
that I intend to follow his example to the 
extent of entirely avoiding all matters of 
accounting technique—not with his kindly 
but mistaken motive of attempting to avoid 
language you would not understand but 
with a well-developed sense of caution and 
knowledge of my own limitations.
The subject assigned to me, “Current 
Trends in Professional Accounting,” is a 
very broad one and with your permission 
I will limit my talk to only one phase of 
it—the trend of thought and activity of the 
professional societies. I would like to ap­
proach this from the angle of the reason 
for the existence of accounting societies 
and what they are doing today to justify 
their existence.
I have heard rumors to the effect that 
the principal reason for the existence of 
some of our professional societies has been 
to give the tired professional man another 
night out. I assure you that the rumor is 
false.
We have, today, very many accounting 
societies—your two associations, the Amer­
ican Institute of Accountants, the State 
CPA associations, the National Association 
of Cost Accountants, the Controllers Insti­
tute of America, the Institute of Internal 
Auditors, the Tax Executives Institute, and 
many others. Each has its own special 
field and activity but all have the same 
general purpose. You will forgive me if 
my comments deal almost entirely with the 
two associations with which I am most 
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closely identified—the American Institute 
of Accountants and the Michigan Associa­
tion of CPA’s. It is not because I think 
that their activities are more laudable than 
those of the other societies. It is merely 
because I am much more familiar with 
their programs and I can use them to illus­
trate what I think is the principal reason 
for the existence of any accounting society 
—the need for unity of effort to attain 
objectives considered desirable by the vast 
majority of the members of the group.
You are all familiar with the lesson 
which the old father taught his sons—that 
individual threads can be broken easily 
but when bound together in a thick cable, 
they resist all efforts to break them. Indi­
vidual accountants can do nothing alone 
but the history of our accounting societies 
proves that, when united under proper 
leadership, nothing can prevent them from 
attaining these desirable objectives.
What are these objectives? Except for 
the special objectives of each society which 
have to do with the special interests of the 
class or group of accountants making up 
its membership, the general purposes of 
each society are much the same. Some of 
the objectives are definitely in the interest 
of the society members but in none of them 
is the public interest overlooked.
Let’s look at the objectives of the Amer­
ican Institute of Accountants as recited in 
the bylaws of this society. They are, I 
think, typical of those set up by most ac­
counting societies.
(1) To unite the accountancy profession 
of the United States.
(2) To promote and maintain high pro­
fessional and moral standards.
(3) To assist in the maintenance of 
high standards for the CPA certifi­
cate in the several states.
(4) To safeguard the interests of public 
accountants.
(5) To advance the science of account­
ancy.
(6) To develop and improve account­
ancy education.
(7) To provide for the examination of 
candidates for membership.
(8) To encourage cordial intercourse 
among accountants practising in 
the United States of America.
Now, let us see what our national and 
state societies are doing to attain these 
ends. No. 1—“To unite the accountancy 
profession of the United States.” As I 
have indicated, this is the keystone of the 
arch. Unless the practical and moral sup­
port of all eligible accountants is enlisted, 
complete success can never be achieved in 
any one of the other objectives. To accom­
plish this, much has been done to educate 
eligible certified public accountants as to 
the work of the societies and the necessity 
of united effort. With the membership of 
the Institute at 13,000 and of our Michigan 
association at well over 700, it would seem 
that their efforts have been reasonably 
successful.
No. 2—“To promote and maintain high 
professional and moral standards.” In his 
very fine book “Professional Ethics of Pub­
lic Accounting,” John L. Carey, Secretary 
of the American Institute of Accountants, 
makes these statements:
“Rules are absolutely essential to organ­
ized cooperation. The nature of the indi­
vidual is instinctively egoistic and selfish. 
The absence of rules is anarchy, a chaotic 
clash of self-interest which gets the group 
nowhere. To protect the interests of the 
group as a whole against the anti-social 
interests of the individual is a sine qua 
non of the group effort. Each member of 
the group accepting the discipline over his 
selfish impulses, receives in return protec­
tion against the selfish impulses of others. 
Rules of professional conduct have this dis­
tinction from other types of rules—they 
are designed not only to advance the group 
interest of those who constitute the pro­
fession but also the interests of those who 
are served by members of the group—that 
is, the public.” And he sums this up by 
stating: “The rules of professional conduct 
of the accounting profession are in part a 
pledge to the public that in consideration 
of public confidence the profession will 
protect the public interest; and in part a 
code of behavior designed to protect the 
profession itself against the selfish im­
pulses of individual members.”
The Rules of Professional Conduct of the 
American Institute of Accountants have 
been built up over a period of some thirty 
years. They are extremely practical and 
efficacious because they have been adjusted 
through the years as dictated by experi­
ence. Recently both the Michigan State 
Board of Accountancy and the Michigan 
Association of CPA’s adopted rules of pro­
fessional conduct which are almost parallel 
to the Institute’s rules.
No. 3—“To assist in the maintenance of 
high standards for the CPA certificate in 
the several states.” The principal con­
tribution of the national and state societies 
under this heading has been one of en­
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couragement and assistance in securing the 
adoption of a uniform system of examina­
tion for the CPA certificate in the various 
states. At this time, 46 states have adopted 
the American Institute uniform examina­
tion questions.
In setting and grading these examina­
tions, the examiners are deeply aware of 
their responsibility both to the candidate 
and to the public. They are guided by 
an extreme sense of fair play to the candi­
date in that the questions and grading are 
not based on a monopolistic theory of 
closing the door to all but the most brilliant 
students. On the other hand, as a matter 
of public duty, they feel that the questions 
and responses must be such as to clearly 
prove that the candidate has earned the 
right to hold himself forth to the public 
as a CPA. An equally important contribu­
tion has been the effort of national and 
state societies, through their state legis­
lative committees, to secure the finest type 
of state regulation and to resist legislation 
which tended to weaken the certificate. 
Unfortunately, it is true that some of our 
state societies have not been entirely suc­
cessful in their opposition to bad legisla­
tion. This, I think, points up more em­
phatically the need for better understand­
ing, by the public, of our professional 
standing and aims. The New York society, 
for instance, in spite of tremendous effort 
was not able, two years ago, to prevent 
the passage and signing of the Oliver Bill— 
a bill which probably did more to weaken 
the certificate in every state in the Union 
than any other bill I know. But the mem­
bers of the New York society were not 
discouraged and under excellent leader­
ship they have succeeded in bringing about 
the repeal of the bill.
Again I must emphasize that accountants 
have no desire, in their efforts with state 
legislative bodies, to create a monopoly, as 
such, for themselves. They do feel most 
deeply and sincerely that it is in the public 
interest that the certificate be so safe­
guarded that it continue to merit the public 
confidence which it has earned through the 
years.
No. 4—“To safeguard the interests of 
public accountants.” At first glance, this 
might seem to be a purely selfish objective. 
In actual practice, I do not know of a single 
project undertaken toward this end in 
which the interest of the general public 
was not definitely coupled with that of the 
public accountant.
The most outstanding work of this kind 
which the societies have undertaken has 
been their effort along state legislative 
lines on which I have already commented.
In addition to their interest in state leg­
islation, the national and state societies 
have been extremely active in their oppo­
sition to certain proposed Congressional bills 
which would set aside or seriously curtail 
long-established rights of CPA’s particu­
larly in regard to tax practice and to prac­
tice before certain governmental agencies.
National and state societies have also 
rendered financial and legal assistance in 
meritorious cases where accountants, in 
conducting their practices along lines long 
established as ethical and proper, have been 
charged with the unauthorized practice of 
law.
During the last few years, considerable 
attention has been given to the matter of 
public relations. In earlier years practi­
cally nothing was done to inform the pub­
lic as to what CPA’s were and what they 
stood for. Perhaps the reason for this was 
that they leaned over backward in their in­
tense desire to build up a solid professional 
basis. Part of the reason too may be found 
in the nature of the average accountant. 
Whatever the reason for the silence, certi­
fied public accountants suddenly woke up to 
the fact that a rather large section of the 
public held very dim views of their profes­
sional standards and particularly of their 
independence and impartiality. This was 
brought out by a public opinion poll con­
ducted by a well-known organization re­
tained by the American Institute of Ac­
countants. As a result, the national and 
state societies are now cooperatnig in a 
serious campaign of public education. All 
available media are being used—radio 
talks, speeches to civic groups, well-placed 
newspaper publicity in regard to new ac­
counting and auditing concepts and assist­
ance and advice to governmental agencies 
in regard to accounting and tax matters, 
and paid messages of a public educational 
character in newspaper and professional 
and business magazines.
The national and state societies have liai­
son committees for cooperation with other 
groups such as the banks and other credit 
grantors and the legal profession. Their 
work for the most part has been effective 
and of definite benefit to the individual 
practitioner.
No. 5—“To advance the science of ac­
counting.” While efforts along these lines 
have been usually initiated at the national 
level, they have in most cases been paral­
leled and implemented by the state socie­
ties. The Institute maintains an ably- 
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staffed Research Department. Its main ac­
tivity is the production of accounting and 
auditing bulletins under the direction of 
the Accounting Procedure and Auditing 
Procedure Committees. These bulletins 
have become recognized as authoritative 
pronouncement on accounting and auditing 
questions and probably more than any 
other means, have created uniform stand­
ards of good accounting and auditing pro­
cedures. State society committees have 
participated in the discussions which led up 
to the adoption of these bulletins and have 
also assisted in their discussion and ex­
planation before their societies.
Other Institute committees have done 
excellent work in the special fields of fed­
eral taxation and accounting and auditing 
in public utilities, municipal, state and na­
tional governments, bankruptcies and reor­
ganizations, cooperatives and savings and 
loan institutions. In most cases, they have 
worked in cooperation with similar state 
society committees.
The national and state societies have 
sponsored accounting conferences at which 
the society members have been privileged 
to hear papers on accounting subjects of 
timely interest, carefully prepared by au­
thorities on these subjects. These papers 
and other articles of equal importance have 
been printed in the Journal of Accountancy, 
the official organ of the American Institute 
of Accountants, and in some of the state 
society publications. As a result these pub­
lications have come to be considered a very 
fertile field for the student of accountancy.
No. 6—“To develop and improve account­
ancy education.” Our societies have ap­
proached this question from several angles.
Special committees have conferred with 
educational institutions in regard to their 
accounting curricula. In April 1948 a two- 
day conference of certified public account­
ants and college professors was held at the 
University of Michigan to listen to and 
discuss papers on such subjects as “What 
employers think about the present curric­
ula”; “What employers can do to help the 
college”; “The CPA’s point of view”; “Edu­
cational preparation for business.”
The Committee on Education of the In­
stitute has also held joint meetings with 
the American Accounting Association, the 
membership of which is largely made up of 
accounting instructors. Our state societies 
are frequently called upon by schools of 
accountancy to supply lecturers on account­
ing subjects.
A very important part of the young ac­
countant’s training is that which he gets on 
the job. Many accounting firms have well- 
planned courses of study within their own 
organization. In addition, some of the state 
societies have set up discussion classes for 
staff assistants. In this connection, it may 
be of interest to know that our Michigan 
association has held a series of discussion 
classes for staff assistants and accountancy 
students, based on Journal of Accountancy 
articles.
Every effort is being made to acquaint 
high school and college students with the 
possibilities of accounting as a career. 
Pamphlets prepared by the American Insti­
tute have been distributed to students and 
many of the state societies have arranged 
for vocational talks by practicing account­
ants. Accounting conferences are usually 
arranged by the state societies in coopera­
tion with schools of accountancy and the 
printed papers of these meetings are made 
available to students. Again it might be 
mentioned that technical articles in the 
Journal of Accountancy and some of the 
state society publications have definitely 
helped to develop and improve accounting 
education.
One of the most important developments 
of recent years in accounting educational 
work has been that of the Institute’s Com­
mittee on Selection of Personnel, augmented 
by the efforts on a state level of similar 
state society committees. Quoting from a 
recent committee report; “This work was 
undertaken as a research project in 1943 
under the auspices of the Institute and 
under the direction of Dr. Ben D. Wood 
of Columbia University. Its purpose was to 
develop and perfect tests which would en­
able employers, educators and students to 
measure objectively the student’s likelihood 
of success in public accounting work and 
thus not only to attract students of higher 
caliber into that work but also to divert 
from useless study those students whose 
records indicated little hope of success in 
this field.”
The project appealed to the imagination 
of the members of the profession. A fund 
of $80,000.00 was raised by donations, 
principally from CPA’s. A further grant 
of $20,000.00 was made by the Institute 
from its general fund. This fund was used 
for the development of tests of three types 
—orientation, achievement and the Strong 
Vocational Interest test which measures the 
subject’s similarity in interests with those 
of successful practitioners in a large number 
of fields. With the cooperation of many 
universities and accounting firms a set of
(Continued on page 15)
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